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This mixed-methods study examined the sociological relationship between digital 
inequality, educational opportunities, and perceived social mobility among university 
students in Punjab and Sindh, Pakistan. The study employed an explanatory sequential 
mixed-methods design, with quantitative data collected through an adopted structured 
questionnaire and qualitative data obtained through open-ended responses. A total of 420 
university students participated in the study, including 400 respondents in the quantitative 
phase and 20 participants in the qualitative phase. Quantitative data were collected 
through Google Forms and analyzed using frequencies, percentages, descriptive statistics, 

Pearson correlation, simple linear regression, and multiple linear regression, while 
qualitative responses were examined through thematic analysis. The findings showed a 
significant negative relationship between digital inequality and educational opportunities 
(r = −.542, p < .001). Digital inequality also significantly and negatively predicted perceived 
social mobility (β = −.424, p < .001), whereas educational opportunities significantly and 
positively predicted perceived social mobility (β = .531, p < .001). Furthermore, digital 
inequality and educational opportunities jointly explained 36.5% of the variance in 
perceived social mobility. The qualitative findings identified four major themes: digital 
access inequality, digital skills and technology use, educational opportunities, and 
educational and career development. Participants reported that unequal access to devices, 
Internet connectivity, digital competencies, academic resources, institutional support, and 

professional opportunities influenced their educational participation and future career 
prospects. The study concludes that digital inequality represents an important 
contemporary dimension of educational and social inequality and may constrain students’ 
educational opportunities and perceived prospects for socioeconomic advancement. The 
findings highlight the need for equitable digital infrastructure, affordable connectivity, 
digital-skills development, institutional support, and inclusive educational policies within 
Pakistani higher education. 

Introduction 

The rapid digital transformation of higher education has affected the ways university students learn, communicate, engage, and 
prepare in and out of the classroom. The components and systems of higher education in the digital age are online libraries, learning 
management systems, virtual classrooms, academic databases, and digital communication. These elements and components of 
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university education have the capacity to enhance educational opportunities, but the benefits of this technology are not distributed 
evenly. These technologies are more Socio-economically advantageous to some students than others. From a social perspective of 
inequality, technology has the potential to change how social inequities are reproduced and maintained. Largely, students’ 
socioeconomic disparities are evident in digital access and are further differentiated in digital involvement and the educational 
benefits technology provides (Ragnedda & Muschert, 2013) 

As a result, digital inequality extends beyond the absence of Internet access. Digital inequality, as a multidimensional phenomenon, 
includes inequalities in access to devices and connections, skills, digital competencies, patterns and quality of use, and digital 
participation (Sianou-Kyrgiou & Tsiplakides, 2011). When dealing with the university student population, the presence of Internet 
access is not that significant if it means students have low quality technology and poor digital participation. The social inequities 
are the greatest concern, as these differences have the potential to maintain the existing social inequities (Wang & Huang, 2025). 

Laptops, reliable internet, personal study spaces, and functional digital skills become more accessible to students from rich families. 
Students from less wealthy families may rely on smart devices, shared hardware, and unpredictable internet (Selwyn, 2010). Digital 
inequities affect a student's ability to engage in digitally mediated learning and access different learning opportunities. The results 
from studies done on higher education point to a student's level of digital reading, the student's level of motivation, digital skills, 
attitude towards digital literacy, and the level of digital support offered by the education institution which not only affect the 
student's academic experiences, but also the perception of the student's level of achieved learning (INAMDAR, 2025). Similar 
research advances the argument that digital and social inequities established in an individual's economic and social status are 
strengthened by digital inequities and the resulting social positions (Ahyar et al., 2026). 

Digital Inequality 

The divide or inequities in access to digital technologies are referred to as the digital divide. Early studies focused on the digital 
divide in terms of ownership of digital and internet technologies. More recent studies on digital inequities focus on the multiple 
dimensions of digital participation. Students may have internet access, but vary in the types and capabilities of the digital 
technologies they are able to use and in their digital skills relative to using tools to search the internet, connecting the resources to 
learning, and ability to transform digital resources into learning support (Brown, 2013). 

Digital inequities, therefore, provide multiple dimensions of educational stratification in higher education. The first dimension 
describes materials needed to access education and includes computers, smartphones, tablets, reliable Internet connections, 
software, and a suitable study environment (Lin, 2020). The second dimension addresses the ability to search for academic 
information, digitally assess the credibility of information, navigate different learning platforms, and digitally engage and solve 
problems (Loh et al., 2023). The third dimension speaks to the quality of digital engagement, and the main concern here is that 
some students use technology for entertainment or for basic communication. Especially in Pakistan, this group of students might 
not have the same benefits for their education as those who are able to use technology for academic research, collaborative learning, 
analysis of data, digital reading, and professional development (Van de Oudeweetering & Agirdag, 2018).  

There is also a great deal of intersection between socioeconomic status and digital inequality. More wealthy families can provide 
better quality equipment, broadband, and study spaces, and have opportunities for digital skill development (Brown, 2013). 
Disadvantaged economic families have problems of access and usage. It is important to note that digital inequality does not end 
when digital resources are made available. It is often the case that digital resources are sanctioned on an unequal basis, thus having 
varying levels of social value (Oyedemi, 2012). For that reason, digital inequality should be addressed as a social issue. 

Educational Opportunities 

Research on Pakistani universities demonstrates that students from rural and remote areas faced issues connected to access to 
Internet service and suitable digital devices and suffered from disadvantages caused by their inability to use virtual learning 
systems. Students from better off urban and private university backgrounds were less disadvantaged by these barriers (Wei, 2026). 
Research on Pakistan, more generally, shows that socio-economic disparities, the urban-rural divide, gender disparities, educational 
disparities, infrastructural deficits, and other conditions contribute to digital inequities (Rolfe, 2017). Digital gaps within the higher 

education context ought to be analyzed within the entire social inequality matrix, rather than as an issue of technology in isolation 
(Mac Fadden et al., 2024). 

In the context of education, opportunities refer to students’ ability to access, engage with, and benefit from education-related 
resources. In higher education, opportunities extend beyond simply gaining admission into a university (Ilie et al., 2020). They 
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include the quality of teaching and learning resources, faculty mentorship, research, extra-curricular activities, professional 
internships, and academic support. As a result, two students studying in the same university can hold the same formal education 
status, and yet, have dramatically different educational opportunities, based on their access to financial resources, social capital, 
institutional support, physical and social proximity, and technology (Matzat et al., 2020). 

Universities enroll students at various stages of economic, cultural, and social development. A recent study demonstrates that social 
backgrounds influence educational outcomes. It shows educational and social domains cannot be entirely different. Students' social 
and educational contexts are intertwined. Educational inequalities persist due to students' social backgrounds (Goldthorpe, 2014). 

Social Mobility 

Social mobility is the movement between social positions during one individual's lifetime or across generations. In higher education, 
social mobility is the possibility for young adults or individuals from lower social classes to gain access to higher socioeconomic 
positions, which were previously occupied by their parents (Gul, 2024). 

Education has been perceived as an important institution through which social orders distribute personnel to their respective social 
positions in accordance with their achievements. From such a perspective, universities have the potential to serve as agents of social 
mobility by offering credentials, knowledge, skills and the necessary professional networks needed to enable individuals to secure 

improved jobs and social status (Robinson et al., 2015). 

The claim is not disproven, but sociological research shows the sense of entitlement that comes from thinking social mobility is 
paired with higher education. A university can be an institution of opportunity and an instrument of social reproduction (Selwyn & 
Facer, 2014). Students from a social class of a high status have more personal wealth, are more integrated culturally, have more 
social connections, and have familiarity with and experience in the education field. Because of these factors, they can enjoy 
participation in a university more. It has been researched and shown that even without cost, tuition fees, there is no large 
transformation in the field of higher education, and the unresolved social differences and diverse forms of social institutions 

guarantee the continuation of inequalities (Calderón Gómez, 2021). 

Consequently, in the case of increased higher education enrollment, educational participation may increase remarkably, but 
inequalities may possibly persist in the employment that graduates secure, in the status of the jobs they secure and in socioeconomic 
advancement (Sepúlveda & Lizama-Loyola, 2022). Research on higher education expansion and graduate employment in China, for 
instance, has shown that increased university access does not necessarily result in greater social mobility, since labor-market 
competition, institutional differentiation, and social inequalities still shape graduate employment (Cheng, 2024). Similarly, 
(DiMaggio et al., 2004) have shown that greater social mobility is not an inevitable consequence of higher education reforms aimed 

at increasing employability, when other social inequalities are not addressed (Naseer, 2024). 

Research Objectives 

The study aims to examine the sociological relationship between digital inequality, educational opportunities, and social mobility 
among university students. The specific objectives are: 

1. To examine the level of digital inequality among university students in terms of access to digital devices, Internet 
connectivity, digital skills, and quality of digital technology use.  

2. To assess the extent to which digital inequality is associated with students’ educational opportunities, including access to 
academic resources, learning activities, institutional support, and educational development.  

3. To determine the relationship between digital inequality, educational opportunities, and perceived prospects for social 
mobility among university students.  

Problem Statement 

Although the digitalization of higher education has created new opportunities to learn and expand access to academic resources, it 
has done so in unequal ways. Unequal access to digital resources, the Internet, and unequal status and wealth condition people's 
ability to learn (Kuhn et al., 2023). Though research has focused primarily on the role of existing digital inequities on access and 
participation in education and on digital inequities and their role on inequities on academic outcomes, it has not addressed digital 
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inequities and their role on inequities on access to education and social mobility. This research aims to broaden understanding on 
the role of digital inequities and how it positively impacts the socioeconomic condition of learners (Datoo, 2021). 

Significance of the Study 

This research represents a gap in the existing body of research by examining the impact of digital inequalities on educational 
opportunities and social mobility rather than addressing digital inequalities from a mere access to technology frame. This research 
then aims to examine and determine how uneven digital resources and skills result in differential educational opportunities and 
socioeconomic outcomes for students (Ragnedda et al., 2022; Tozan, 2024). This research aims to provide universities and 
policymakers with evidence to create more equitable digital infrastructures, digital skills, and affordable digital connectivity. 

Literature Review 

The literature review includes digital inequalities, educational opportunities, and social mobility from a university student 
perspective. Recent studies have examined digital inequalities as a multidimensional issue, including digital tools, digital skill 
development, digital technology, and digital resources (Pitzalis & Porcu, 2024). 

Digital Inequality Among University Students 

The digital divide used to be about getting people online, but now researchers look at differences in tech. This could mean having a 
computer that runs fast enough, reliable Internet, or even how students and participants use the internet. This means that not 

having Internet access doesn’t mean you lack access to online education. There is a digital divide based on how ready someone is 
to use the Internet, their digital skills, and the support systems they have (Brown, 2013). 

Higher education has added even more digital requirements, including learning management systems, digital libraries, and virtual 
classrooms. All of these require the learner to have digital skills and an adequate digital support system to complete coursework 
and research (Puckett, 2022). 

Digital inequality is caused by socio-economic status and geographical location. Privileged students have private study spaces, fast 
Internet connections, laptops, and access to educational apps. Less privileged students may share one computer amongst many 
students, have slow Internet and limited data. Inequalities in online learning are caused by social inequalities (Neves & Mead, 2021). 

Pakistani students from rural and low-income areas have the greatest challenges related to remote education. Challenges among 
students from urban and higher socio-economic areas are related to poorer access to online resources. Pakistani studies have shown 
that students' ICTU (information and communication technology use) level determines their ability to fully utilize technology in 

educational processes. Digital inequality takes a broader approach than simply the availability of the Internet. It must also consider 
the level of digital skills and the use of technology in a meaningful way (Ma, 2021).  

Educational Opportunities in Higher Education 

The term educational opportunity is multifaceted and encompasses university students' resources, support, and experiences to 

develop their academic and professional skills. This includes educational support services and facilities as well as a quality 
education, appropriate guidance, and digital resources. Thus, ensuring that all students enroll is not the same as ensuring equal 
educational opportunities. Students would still need to have the same capabilities to utilize facilities (Gui & Büchi, 2021). 

Socioeconomic status directly correlates with the inequality and challenges that students face within the educational system. 
Students from higher classes and social status are progressively better able to realize the benefits of the education system than their 
lower class counterparts due to discrepancies in social capital, prior educational opportunities, and supportive family units (Laskar, 
2023). The digital divide has further exacerbated educational inequities as academic participation has increasingly become centered 

around digital resources and technology (Goudeau et al., 2021). 

Pakistan has problems accessing digital and educational technologies in remote and rural regions. These issues impact learning and 
further widen existing education gaps. Digital divides existing on different levels of formal, informal, and popular education affect 
university students in Pakistan. As reported by (Zilian & Zilian, 2020) among Pakistani university students, there are gaps in digital 
access, levels of technological resources, and digital skills. The digitals divides of the formal systems of education translate into 
university students not being able to convert their formal enrollment to university into active engagement in the education system 
(Reynolds et al., 2022). 
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Social Mobility and Higher Education 

Social mobility is the ability to change socio-economic positions across and within generations. Some of the positive externality 
effects associated with the possession of a university degree include access to credentials, knowledge, and employment (Pettalongi 

et al., 2024). However, possessing a university degree is not a guarantee for upward social mobility. Cultural capital, networks, 
systems, market conditions, and social class are among the many factors that shape outcomes and outlooks (Tang et al., 2025). 

(Azubuike et al., 2021) shows on Pakistan that educational expansion is not synonymous with social equality. Disadvantaged groups 
continue to experience social closure and are characterized by limited or no social and cultural capital, insufficient mentoring, and 
inequitable market opportunities. Therefore, education can be both a route and a mechanism to social inequality. 

Social mobility depends on the availability of educational opportunities beyond enrollment. There are positive educational equity 
outcomes when learners are provided with opportunities for academic resources, professional networks, scholarship, research, 
mentoring, and support to develop social and economic capital. The opposite is true of disadvantaged learners (Azıonya & Nhedzı, 
2021). 

Digital Inequality and Educational Opportunities 

Learning at university is dependent on the use of technology and has resulted in digital separation and inequality in access to 
education. There is a digital divide in using technology and digital skills, but the divide can be the difference in the opportunities 
that technology can offer (Mesa, 2023).  

Technology is reshaping education and has the potential to create educational inequalities, but this is not the case for digital 
inequalities. In education, there are students that have adequate technology, and have the potential to improve their digital skills, 

and students that suffer from the digital divide (Matzat et al., 2020). 

The digital divide is evident in education in Pakistan, and students from rural, remote areas as well as students from marginalized 
communities have more technology-related barriers than their urban/city counterparts. Digital skills and adoption of ICT have the 
potential to impact the quality and outcomes of education (Brown et al., 2021).  

Educational Opportunities and Social Mobility 

Education can contribute to social mobility by providing students with the necessary educational and professional skills as well as 
providing research and internship opportunities. Education does have the potential to improve social and economic outcomes for 
an individual, however, inequities in educational opportunities and unequal distribution of employment hinders the social and 
economic gains from education (Sanders & Scanlon, 2021).  

Increasing access to education won't help rural Punjab students much. Even with education, unequal social and cultural resources, 
local relations of power and labor, and market conditions will still limit the benefits rural Punjab students can gain from education 
(García-Martín & García-Sánchez, 2022). Because of these factors, the same education can create different levels of social mobility 
based on the student's social background and support. 

In these cases, the quantity of education is less important than the quality of the educational opportunities. Additional educational 

support and opportunities to develop professional networks, do research, and pursue a career can help students increase their social 
and economic status. Educational opportunities can help create a pathway from high education to social mobility (Naseer, 2024). 

Synthesis of the Literature and Research Gap 

The literature demonstrates that digital inequality extends beyond Internet access to include device availability, connection quality, 

digital skills, technology use, and the ability to obtain meaningful benefits from digital resources. These differences can create 
unequal educational experiences, particularly among students from disadvantaged socioeconomic, rural, and marginalized 
backgrounds (Eichhorn et al., 2022). Similarly, educational opportunity involves more than university enrollment. Differences in 
academic resources, digital support, research opportunities, professional networks, and career preparation can influence students’ 
ability to develop the human and social capital necessary for socioeconomic advancement. Higher education can therefore promote 
social mobility while simultaneously reproducing existing inequalities (Heifetz & Jaffe, 2023). 
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Theoretical Framework 

This study draws on Bourdieu's Theory of Social Reproduction and Capital and the Digital Inequality/Second-Level Digital Divide. 
These theories show how varying economic, cultural, and social resources may impact students' access to digital technologies and 

their subsequent educational opportunities and possible socioeconomic position in the future (Goudeau et al., 2021). 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Reproduction and Capital 

Bourdieu highlighted that students have unequal social, cultural, and economic capital, and this shapes their potential to gain from 
higher education. Students from better-off socioeconomic backgrounds may have better digital equipment and Internet access, 

while students from better-off backgrounds may have developed better digital skills, academic knowledge, and social networks. 
Hence, higher education may promote social mobility, but at the same time, it may perpetuate social inequalities (Ingram & Gamsu, 
2022). 

Digital Inequality Perspective 

Digital inequality expands the digital divide by Sluper, and it includes variance in digital opportunities, the use of digital tools, skills 
and the rewards from digital engagement. Thus, students with Internet access may still experience a digital divide due to differences 
in digital resources and participatory skills. These disparities may accumulate over time and help sustain socioeconomic 
disadvantages (Oyedemi, 2012). 

Research Hypotheses 

1. H1: Digital inequality is significantly associated with educational opportunities among university students. 

2. H2: Digital inequality is significantly associated with perceived social mobility among university students. 

3. H3: Educational opportunities are significantly associated with perceived social mobility among university students. 

4. H4: Digital inequality and educational opportunities significantly predict perceived social mobility among university 
students. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The study's methodology combines explanatory mixed research designs. Quantitative data was collected first to examine digital 
inequality, educational opportunities and perceived social mobility. Subsequent collection of qualitative data was aimed at providing 
an explanation of the quantitative data. Structured questions were used for the collection of data in the quantitative phase, whereas 
data collection in the qualitative phase was done using unstructured/open-ended questions. 

Population 

The population of the study was university students from higher education institutions in Punjab and Sindh, Pakistan. For collection 
of data in Punjab, students were visited from Bahauddin Zakariya University, University of the Punjab, Government College 
University Faisalabad, University of Sargodha and Islamia University of Bahawalpur. In Sindh, students were visited from the 
University of Karachi, University of Sindh, Shah Abdul Latif University and Institute of Business Administration Karachi. The 
population of the study consisted of both graduate and post graduate students who used digital technologies for educational 
activities. 

Sampling Technique 

The sampling technique used in the quantitative phase was multistage sampling to collect students from universities in Punjab and 
Sindh. In order to ensure representation of the two provinces, stratification was done. In the qualitative phase, purposive sampling 
was done to collect participants with varying levels of digital access and educational experiences. 

Sample Size 

The quantitative phase of the study comprised 400 participants, while the qualitative phase comprised 20 participants. This means 
that the study was done on a sample of 420 participants. 
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Data Collection 

Data collection was performed using a survey made using Google Forms. The survey was then shared via email, WhatsApp, and 
other student communication forums. Digital inequality was assessed using the Digital Capital Index adapted from measuring digital 

access, Internet connectivity, digital skills, and technology use. Educational opportunities were measured using adapted items taken 
from assessing academic resources, learning activities, and institutional support and educational development. Social mobility was 
assessed using the Perceptions of Socioeconomic Mobility Scale developed. The surveys were adapted for the context of a university. 
A pilot study was also conducted. 

Data Analysis 

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents (N = 420) 

Demographic Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 207 49.3 

 Female 213 50.7 

Age 18–21 years 148 35.2 

 22–25 years 176 41.9 

 26–30 years 68 16.2 

 Above 30 years 28 6.7 

Province Punjab 252 60.0 

 Sindh 168 40.0 

Residence Urban 238 56.7 

 Rural 182 43.3 

Educational Level Undergraduate 286 68.1 

 Postgraduate 134 31.9 

Year of Study 1st Year 91 21.7 

 2nd Year 109 26.0 

 3rd Year 103 24.5 

 4th Year 83 19.8 

 5th Year or above 34 8.1 

University Type Public 273 65.0 

 Private 147 35.0 

Socioeconomic Background Low 103 24.5 

 Middle 229 54.5 

 High 88 21.0 

Primary Digital Device Smartphone 126 30.0 

 Laptop 184 43.8 

 Tablet 35 8.3 

 Desktop Computer 75 17.9 

Internet Type Mainly Used Mobile Data 137 32.6 

 Home Broadband/Wi-Fi 218 51.9 

 University Internet 42 10.0 
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Demographic Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

 Other/Public Internet 23 5.5 

Total  420 100.0 

The demographic data revealed that 213 of the 420 respondents (50.7%) were women, 208 (49.3%) were men, and one (0.2%) 

was non-binary. The greatest proportion of respondents (41.9%) was in the age group 22-25 years, and the remaining respondents 
(58.1%) were in the age groups 18-21 years and older than 25 years. The greatest proportion of respondents (60%) were from the 
Province of Punjab. Most respondents lived in urban centers (56.7%) and were undergraduate students (68.1%). Most respondents 
(65.0%) studied in public universities, and most respondents (54.5%) belonged to the middle socioeconomic group. Digital 
resources that were most commonly used were laptops (43.8%) and the main source of Internet was home broadband or Wi-Fi 
(51.9%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1: Demographic analysis of the respondents. 

Table 2: Pearson Correlation Between Digital Inequality and Educational Opportunities (N = 420) 

Variables Digital Inequality Educational Opportunities 

Digital Inequality 1.000 −0.542 

Educational Opportunities −0.542 1.000 

Sig. (2-tailed) — < .001 

N 420 420 

The results of Pearson’s correlation analysis indicated that there is a significant moderate negative correlation between digital 

divide and educational opportunities in university students (r = −.542; p < .001). This indicates that the greater the digital divide, 
the lower the educational opportunities. Therefore, the results confirmed H1, which states that there is a negative correlation 
between digital divide and educational opportunities in university students. 
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Fig 2: Pearson Correlation analysis Correlation Between Digital Inequality and Educational Opportunities 

Table 3 Simple Linear Regression Analysis of Digital Inequality Predicting Perceived Social Mobility (N = 420) 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Constant 4.218 0.184 — 22.924 < .001 

Digital Inequality −0.487 0.051 −0.424 −9.549 < .001 

Model Statistics R R² Adjusted R² F p 

Digital Inequality → Perceived Social Mobility 0.424 0.180 0.178 91.18 < .001 

Using the data provided, the results of the simple linear regression analysis reported that digital divide has a negative impact on 
the perceived social mobility of university students (β = −.424; t = −9.549; p < .001). This indicates that the greater the digital 
divide, the lower the perceived social mobility. The model accounted for 18.0% of the perceived social mobility (R² = .180),and the 
overall regression model was also significant (F(1, 418) = 91.18; p < .001). Therefore, H2 was confirmed, which stated the negative 
impact of digital divide on perceived social mobility of university students. 

Table 4: Simple Linear Regression Analysis of Educational Opportunities Predicting Perceived Social Mobility (N = 420) 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Constant 1.624 0.213 — 7.624 < .001 

Educational Opportunities 0.628 0.049 0.531 12.816 < .001 

Model Statistics R R² Adjusted R² F p 

Educational Opportunities → Perceived Social Mobility 0.531 0.282 0.280 164.25 < .001 

Analysis of simple linear regression shows that for university students, educational opportunities can explain perceived social 

mobility with a value of β = .531, t = 12.816, p < .001. A positive sign on this value suggests that the opportunities for education 
that the students report positively contribute to the perceived social mobility. The overall model accounts for a value of 28.2% of 
the variance in the perceived social mobility (R² = .282), and the overall regression model is statistically significant, F(1, 418) = 
164.25, p < .001. This suggests that H3 is sustained, and educational opportunities are a determining factor for university students’ 
perceived social mobility. 
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Table 5: Multiple Regression Analysis of Digital Inequality and Educational Opportunities Predicting Perceived Social 
Mobility (N = 420) 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Constant 1.087 0.241 — 4.510 < .001 

Digital Inequality −0.276 0.052 −0.241 −5.308 < .001 

Educational Opportunities 0.519 0.056 0.438 9.268 < .001 

Model Statistics R R² Adjusted R² F p 

Overall Model 0.604 0.365 0.362 119.83 < .001 

The multiple regression analysis shows that digital inequality and educational opportunities are predictors of perceived social 

mobility among university students with R² = .365, F(2, 417) = 119.83, p < .001. In the model, digital inequality accounts for 36.5% 
of the perceived social mobility and has a negative, significant effect (β = -.241, p < .001), which shows that greater digital inequality 
result in lower perceived social mobility, and educational opportunities have a positive, significant effect (β = .438, p < .001), which 
shows that greater educational opportunities result in higher perceived social mobility. In this case, H4 is sustained, and digital 
inequality, and educational opportunities are predictors of perceived social mobility among university students. 

Thematic Analysis 

The responses were analyzed by using thematic analysis to understand how university students perceive digital inequality, 
educational opportunities and perceived social mobility. The analysis consolidated four main themes with related subthemes and 
codes. 

Table 6: Themes, Subthemes, and Codes from the Qualitative Data 

Theme Subtheme Codes 

Digital Access Inequality Device availability 
Personal laptop, smartphone dependence, shared devices, outdated 
devices 

 Internet connectivity 
Unstable Internet, slow speed, limited coverage, connectivity 
interruptions 

 Affordability Expensive data packages, device costs, financial constraints 

Digital Skills and Technology 
Use 

Digital competence 
Online research skills, academic software skills, information 
searching 

 Quality of technology use Academic use, productive use, entertainment-focused use 

 Technical confidence 
Confidence in using digital platforms, difficulty with LMS, technical 
support needs 

Educational Opportunities 
Access to academic 
resources 

Online libraries, digital journals, e-books, learning materials 

 Learning participation Online classes, assignments, research activities, virtual learning 

 Institutional support Internet facilities, technical assistance, digital training 

Educational and Career 
Development 

Skill development Digital skills, research skills, professional competencies 

 
Professional 
opportunities 

Internships, networking, online training, employment information 

 Future advancement 
Career preparation, employment prospects, socioeconomic 
improvement 
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Theme 1: Digital Access Inequality 

Participants described laptops, smartphones, reliable internet connections, and on-site technology as resources, and students 
described unequal access to these resources. Students with laptops and strong broadband connections were able to complete 

schoolwork and participate in online classes and had access to digital school materials; students who relied on smartphones or 
shared devices had more constraints. Financial limitations were noted as a large contributor to inequality of digital resources 
because devices, internet plans, and other maintenance costs limited students’ participation in digital school activities. These results 
show that the inequality of digital resources has a lot more to do with the quality of resources than if students have an internet 
connection. 

Theme 2: Digital Skills and Technology Use 

Participants noted that, even with a device, some students were unable to use digital school resources. There were large differences 
when participants described online research, access to academic resources, digital school resources, and software. Students with 
more advanced digital skills were confident in completing school work and using available digital resources, while students with 
limited digital skills needed support. The results of this study show that advanced digital skills help students use available school 
resources. 

Theme 3: Educational Opportunities 

The third theme focused on the ways digital resources shape students’ educational opportunities. Participants described digital 
technologies as means for accessing online libraries, academic journals, e-books, recorded lectures, virtual classes, assignments, 
and research materials. However, participants also described the unequal digital access as an obstruction to students’ participation 
in these activities. Participants described students with digital resources as having more opportunities to engage with academic 
resources and learning activities. Participants described students with digital resources having studies that are not disrupted. Along 
with the digital resources, participants also described the importance of institutional support, including the availability of university 

Internet, and the provision of digital resources and support to students. The available evidence describes digital inequality as 
resulting in differences in the ability to meaningfully participate in educational opportunities. 

Theme 4: Educational and Career Development 

The fourth theme described the nature of connections between educational opportunities and students’ future careers and 

socioeconomic conditions. Participants described digital resources, virtual learning, online research, digital professional training, 
and digital networking as resources to build their future careers. Participants described positive relations between access to digital 
resources and participant engagement and educational opportunities, perception of readiness for employment, and the pursuit of 
employment and career advancement. Participants described a lack of adequate digital resources as a means to develop the skills 
required for employment and accessing career opportunities. The results show that educational opportunities are the most likely 
means to connect digital resources to social mobility as the educational opportunities provide students with the knowledge and 
skills to advance in their careers and offer students the networks and information required for socioeconomic advancement. 

Discussion 

The analysis of data discovered a correlation between digital divide, education, and mobility. The digital divide negatively impacted 
the accessibility of education (r = −.542, p < .001). Students lacked the means to access the internet, devices, and digital skills. This 
resulted in a lack of education. The qualitative data projected those issues. The digital divide has been documented and will continue 
to worsen beyond lack of internet access (Badiuzzaman et al., 2021). Looking specifically at the educational divide, it will continue 

to impact students and the socioeconomic class, as digital resources will be increasingly important for gaining employment and 
continuing to build digital skills for networking, developing prospective businesses, and building other digital skills. However, 
possessing digital resources and technologies does not guarantee social mobility (Imran, 2023). 

Opportunities for education positively impacted social mobility (β = .531, p < .001). This suggests that students who had the means 
to education resources, networks, and professional development and research, perceived more opportunities for social mobility. 
Students sought out and utilized education, training, internships, and other professional networks for social mobility. The findings 
support the theory that social mobility is the end goal that can be reached through higher education. 

The model combining regressions was also significant, F(2, 417) = 119.83, p < .001, and explained 36.5% of social mobility 
perception. Digital inequality was a statistically significant plus predictor (β = .241), as was educational opportunities (β = .438). 
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Digital inequality had a lesser effect, showing that at least within the model, digital inequality is partially described by the 
opportunities typically provided within education (Helsper, 2021). This was not formally tested as a mediator. The model and the 
quantitative and qualitative data together support the proposed sociological model where social mobility is constrained by digital 
inequality and enhanced by educational opportunities (Jamil, 2021). 

Qualitative Findings and Integration With Quantitative Results 

The additional quantitative data also focused on the use of digital technology. The participants described participants described 
barriers to engaging in teaching and learning, stemming from inequality in digital access. The barriers to access digital means as 
well as inequality in digital skills reinforce the previous negative relationship between digital inequality and educational 
opportunities (Rydzewski, 2025). 

Constraints linked to digital access have largely been replaced by digital skills in the second qualitative theme. Observations refer 
to the use of technology and digital media in teaching and learning (Cheng et al., 2021). Even if participants are able to gain coverage 
through the Internet or have a device, they may be disadvantaged if they lack the required skills to search the Internet for academic 
information, evaluate digital information, or use tools and technology in research. This supports the contemporary 
multidimensional nature of digital inequality (Janschitz & Penker, 2022). 

The following two themes describe the pathway from technology to educational and socio-economic outcomes. Participants of this 
study appreciated how advances in technology facilitated various academic resources, online learning, institutional support, 
professional training, networking, and job seeking (Aissaoui, 2022). These examples helped understand why quantitative analysis 
demonstrated a positive relationship between educational opportunities and perceived social mobility. Therefore, social mobility 
perceived through the data is described in detail by the qualitative evidence and is not simply a repetition of the results 
(Mauermeister et al., 2025). 

Conclusion 

Digital divide is, above all, an educational and social inequality in the scope of higher education. As for greater digital divide, it 
meant lesser educational opportunities and diminished perceived social mobility, while greater educational opportunities meant 
greater perceived social mobility. The results from the multiple regressions confirmed that educational opportunities and digital 
divide influenced students’ perceptions of social mobility. Developmental inequalities in devices, the Internet, digital skills, access 
to resources, and institutional supports influenced students’ perceptions of their educational opportunities. The research confirms 

that the digital divide should not be treated as a technological account of perceived educational opportunities, but also as a social 
inequality that influences social mobility. 

Future Implications 

Future research needs to expand on these relationships by increasing sample size and geographical coverage across Pakistan. This 
will allow for findings to become more generalizable. Longitudinal studies would allow for more definitive conclusions to the 
question: do trends in digital inequity have a permanent impact on students’ ability to complete their education, attain employment, 
and actually achieve socioeconomic mobility? Some of the things future research should address are the many layers of inequality, 
access to Micro- and Macro-level support, support through digital literacy, and social capital. Assuming this research is completed, 
universities and lawmakers should prioritize affordable Internet access and issue campaign pledges to provide disadvantaged 
students with these aforementioned resources. Additionally, future education research should study both urban and rural 
universities to identify specific inequities and try to formulate innovative approaches to move closer to social equity and create 
more equitable opportunities for education and employment. 
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